Many educational institutions in the United States are currently offering programs through distance learning, and that trend is rising. In almost all spheres of education a developing country like Bangladesh needs to make available the expertise of the most qualified faculty to her distant people. But the fundamental question remains as to whether distance learning is the right venue to achieve that goal. This paper tries to shed light on the prospects and problems of distance learning in Bangladesh.
I. INTRODUCTION
any educational institutions in the United States are currently offering programs through distance learning, and that trend is rising. In almost all spheres of education, Bangladesh needs to make available the expertise of the most qualified faculty to her distant people. But the fundamental question remains as to whether distance learning is the right venue to achieve that goal. This paper tries to shed light on the prospects and problems of distance learning in Bangladesh.
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: Section II addresses some fundamental issues pertaining to distance learning in general. Section III enumerates the possibilities of distance learning in a developing country like Bangladesh. Section IV deals with some of the underlying problems faced by distance learning in Bangladesh. Conclusions are presented in section V.
II. SOME ISSUES PERTAINING TO DISTANCE LEARNING
In its simplest form, distance learning takes place when the instructor and the learners are not face to face in a classroom setting during a substantial part of the instructional process, and the instructional gap created by the physical separation of the instructor and the students is connected by technology.
Tools of Distance Learning
In addition to the printed materials, the non-interactive instructional tools include tapes, CDs, DVDs, shortwave radios, slides, televisions, films and videos. However, the glorious chapters of distance learning started with the rapid growth in the capabilities of computers to send and receive information electronically in a fraction of a second. Readily accessible world of information through web has made the computer the most important tool of distance learning.
Instructors, on the other hand, have to be very efficient in technology to effectively deliver distance learning and receive inputs and materials from the learners. The success of the distance teaching depends on the ability of the instructor to choose an appropriate delivery system by focusing on the learners' needs and the content requirements.
Support staff responsibilities are also increased in the distance-learning environment. Apart from the normal responsibilities of ordering and distributing the class materials (textbook, study guide, work book), registering students and scheduling, the support staff has additional responsibilities of overseeing that the adopted technology is functioning properly, and that the problems and concerns of both the instructors and the students are addressed quickly and efficiently.
Distance learning calls for additional participants known as the facilitators who are very important to bridge the gap between the instructor and the learners. In the presence of a low level technology, the facilitators become extremely important for the successful delivery of the course. They might have to set up the technology, distribute, and collect assignments, exams and quizzes. In a relatively high level technology environment, however, the role of the facilitators gets reduced to administer and monitor exams and quizzes at distant places to ensure the validity of the evaluation system.
Costs of Distance Learning
Different types of cost that one might incur depends on the choice of technology: 1. Hardware (e.g., computers, network, televisions, videos, etc.) and software (e.g., computer programs); 2. Transmission & broadcasting (e.g., internet or telephone connections, satellite or video connections); 3. Repairing and upgrading hardware and software; 4. Teaching material development; and 5. Administrative and personnel costs (Threlkeld & Brzoska, 1994) . The costs of offering distance-learning courses may be high, but it is comparable to the costs of offering courses via traditional method.
III. SOME POSSIBLITIES OF DISTANCE LEARNING IN BANGLADESH
Distance learning is already available in Bangladesh. This section of the paper very briefly talks about some possible areas where Bangladesh can increase its use of distance learning.
Distance Learning for Basic Education Programs
Literacy rate in Bangladesh is currently about sixty percent. NGO's like BRAC & Grameen Bank are playing a big role in educating mostly women & children in adult literacy. BRAC has more than 40,000 schools in the rural areas. They recruit teachers from local women in the village, and provide them with 15 days of training and regular refresher courses at a BRAC Training and Resource Center. They also give training in different subject areas to enhance the capacity of teachers to teach grades four & five. Distance learning might be more cost effective in these cases.
Distance education methodology & the principles of open learning have great potential for overcoming inequalities in educational opportunity in Bangladesh. Cambridge Distance Education Consultancy Group (CEC) in their Open and Distance Learning in Southeast Asia report aptly notes : Open and distance learning approaches can be used successfully to provide routes to the completion of basic education by: (1) providing para-formal or alternative schooling systems; (2) supporting transition to and performance in formal schools; (3) raising the quality of schools by providing ready-made structured educational resources; (4) providing networking and training for intermediaries (e.g. teachers, broadcasters, mentors); and (5) providing communication for development strategies.
